Histopathologic and immunocytochemical studies of distemper in harbor porpoises.
During 1988 thousands of harbor seals (Phoca vitulina) died in European seas as a result of morbillivirus infection. Six harbor porpoises (Phocoena phocoena) found stranded on the coast of Northern Ireland in late 1988 were submitted to our laboratory for necropsy. Pneumonia was the main necropsy finding in three of these animals. Microscopic lung lesions characterized by necrosis of bronchial and bronchiolar epithelium and infiltration of alveoli with leukocytes, lymphoid cells, macrophages, and multinucleate syncytia were seen in all six porpoises. Cytoplasmic and nuclear acidophilic inclusions characteristic of morbillivirus infection were common in bronchial and bronchiolar epithelial cells and in alveolar macrophages and syncytia. Brain alterations included degeneration and necrosis of neurons, microglial infiltration, and perivascular cuffing. There were cytoplasmic and nuclear acidophilic inclusions in many neurons. Immunoperoxidase staining of morbillivirus antigen was seen in many tissues including lung, brain, spleen, and urinary bladder. Alterations in our porpoises were similar to those seen in distemper in seals and many species of terrestrial mammals. Systemic viral disease has not previously been documented in Cetacea.